DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED .241, 852 

AfTTHOR 
TITLE 

PUB DATE 
NOTE ^ 



PUB T^PE 

EDRS ^RICE 
,D£SCR:IPTORS 



329 



IDENTIFIERS 



ABSTRACT 



Minklex;, Meredith ' > 

Building Supportive tletworks^in a, *Gr^ey Ghetto*; The 
Tenderloin Sen i or fOut reach Project, ' 
Nov ^3 ^ 

8p; ; Paper ^preseAtecJ at the Annual Scientific Meetlng^ 
of the^ Gerontological Society (36th, San Francisco^ 
CA/ November 17-2i2> 1983), 

Reparts - .Descriptive (141). — SpeechesA^onf erence 
Papers (150) 

MFOl/PCOl Plus Postage, . • 
*Change Strategies;* *Coinmunity Involvement-; 
Gerontology; Individual 'Power; Mental Health; /Older 
Adults; Physical Health; Problem Solving; Program 
Descriptions; ^Social Change; Social Isolation; 
*S£^ial ISupport, Groups; Well Being 
California; Freire (Paulo); *Tend,erloin Senior 
Outreach Project 



The Tenderloin S^nior Outreach Project (TSOP) in San 
FrancisccT facilitated the development of intentional networks among 
.Elderly residents t>f eight single room Occupancy (SRO) hotels in an 
attempt to improve res^idents* health and well being, and to focus on . 
social and environmental change. The 45 block Tenderloin area is on« 
of the largest **gray ghettos** in the United States with 8,000 elderly 
men and women living in the deteriorating hotels. The typical* 
resident is a white, i)nmarried male with few social contacts and a 
multiplicity of health problems. Social contact grew systematically 
from initial blood pressure screenings in the Hot«l lobbies to w€fekly 
support and discussion groups in si-x of the hotels. The group 
facilitators used Paulo Freir^s problem posing educational method to 
help residents identify common problems, examine their root causes, 
and develop actioo plans. Crime ^ was chosen as the key focus o£ group 
organization, Emitowerment of the elderly was* evidenced by ^ the 
development of a^Safehouse Project, Malnutrition jras subsequently 
tackled by the senior^ resulting in the establishment of a mrnimarket 
j^nd tiutrition project. The TSOP is currently a nonprofit organization 
witH half of its board comprised o£ elderly Tenderloin residents. The. 
TSOP is credited with improving community safety and individual 
health, and prqyiding the residents with a sense o£ community, power, 
and control, ,(bi:,) 
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One of the most promising h^^po'thes^s about how social support works to 
inf licence health suggests th^t the support received from os^s social, network 
leads ^to a more generalized sense of control, which in turn may positively 
effect health and well being (1^2). This hypothesis has particularly important 
Implications for the elderly in environments like the inner city single room 
occupakcy hotel, or SRO,^ where "social marginality" (3), characterized by weak 
and impermanent ties with one's community is often endemic. ^ 

The Tenderloin Senior Outreach Project (TSOP) in San Francisco facilitates 
the development of, intentional networks among elderly residents of eight SRO 
hotels, in the belief that such support«m^y positively effect physical and 
mental health. But the Project works on another level as well, in its focus on 
broader, social and environmental change* 
* ' ^* 

'•Before looking In detail at TSOP, I want t;o suggest that a short coming of 
social support theory to dat4 may lie in Its .tendenc?^ to focus on the individual 
and his or her supportive netwoi:k as the sole appropriate unit of analysis* 
Such ap approach often overlooks the more macro level changes which may take 
place as individuals and communities, empowered by increased social support,-— 
work col^jlectively to improve conditions which havk had a detrimental effect on^ 
their health and qualj^ty of life. The lal^tej^^iarspective is in keeping with tfke 
philosophy of the Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire (4) \^ose concern with the 
develo]^ent of ^'critical consciousness'*' Impliles a facus on macro as well as f ^ 
micro or individual i^evel empowerment and change,. 

TSOP grew out of efforts by. graduate students at the School of Public 
llealth, Uni-^ersity of California*, Berkeley, to apply both Freire*s philosophy 
and social support theory to the ^Interrelated problems ci poor health, social 
isolation and power lessness common among elderly residents of ^the Tenderloin 
hotels (5), ^ ' , , . 

Specifically^ the students wanted to form support groups In the hotels 
which would serve as analogues to the '*cul1^bre circles*,*' which Freire educators 
had led aojong oppressed peasants in the developing world. Freire*s methodology 
Involves the u^ of problem p<^sing ^dia^gue as a means of helping group members 
examine the root causes of problems tfiey collectively face* ^Groufi members are 
helped a*teacher-leamer to generat'e'problems or themes that tEiight then be 
used as a* basis for discussion^ Using one of these them^s*(e*^, fear. of crime) 
the leader therT poses questlDns designed to help group members examlne\the 
^'problems behind the problem, *Vas well as* other consequences of the particular 



problem being explored. Firvallyf group ^embers develop a plan of action to deal 
with the problem and l^n this way begin to transfpnn thfeir reality. Before 
examining th.e attempted application of the Freire approach to the building, of 
supportive networks in the Tenderloin, sojne background information about this 
area and its residents is in order, ^ * 

■ ' 

Then 4^ block Tenderloin area \ihicii begins just on«^t>lock South of the 
Hilton tfotel, is 6ne of the latgest "grey, ghettos" in^Vhe U,S,,wi:t:h 8^000 
elderly men and women. living in its maiiy dateriorating SRO's, The, average 
elderly Tenderloih resident is a whiti^ Hi|.lJe never married or without a spouse 
f<ir the last 15-^20 "yearst About 1/3 of topse iften are f oriqer merchant marinesr 
who ];etired to San Francisco late ift lifeknd had^ no fajnily and few friends 
here.' Many have few' socials <^ontacts > eipner within, the^ ^otel or outside. 1 did 
an initial* survey of 216^1def "p'^r^ons-in this area, for ^example, atid found that 
fully 25% reported having .no. close friends' or relative whom^tKey talked to even 
once a month. At the extreme end oi the continuum of social interaction and 
social isolation are the 20% of Tenderloin el<^rs who never^or farely leave 
their rooms. A multiplicity of ^ealth problems are common among^tho Tendeprloin' 
elderly residents including alcoholism, ^^epression, malnutrition and tj^erten-' 
sion. For many, the problems of social isolation and poKerlessness are inti- 
^tely connected to the health problems exfteriejiceii^ 

In 1977, three graduate sjtildents fnom the School of Public Health began to 
offer blood pressure jgcr^enings one morning per week tin the lobby of one SRO 
hotel, using these/oc^sxpns as a time to meet* residents and' engage them in * 
conversations vith^ ea^V^ dthSr, Gfadii^lly, as trust levels developed, ^t^e 
studentvS encouraged the residents to meet on a regul,ar basis, and they' began- to 
facilitate a weekly informal support discussion group in the hotel. While, 
residents at first seemed t^^ attiend these meetings -"dimply to drink coffee and 
talk with the students, they grailu^lly bagan to show' re^l interest inland ^ 
concern with one auotni^i:. "For example, vT^^n a Biembei?*of the ""group was^spi-^ ^ 
talized with a combination of ouc-of-contro^ diabetes' and heavy drinking,' ha was 
visited by anothe'r member, pf the group in the hosplT^l, and h^ later commented, 
*'that was the first time sihce I was'a child that anyone "visited me ip the 
hospital., I had no idea^ that a^iyone in this hotel cai;ed, and I^m going to cut 
down on my drinkiiYg*'-. * ^ * * ^ 

As th^ firs^t hoytel based support group grew 'in ^tte^idancfi and popularity, 
residents o£ other Tenderloin hotels I)e|an asking if -they t^oo could have a ^ . 
weekly discussion grou[^, ^and by' 1^79^ 5 such hotel based discussion ^oups v^re 
operating. PauI,o Freire's pro^l^m posing edUcationstl metlfod was used by, the 
student facilitators to help ;residents to identify cpmmo^n ^sroblefits, examine 
their root causes* and eventually develop. -"action, plans" for dealing" with^^ them, 

Of the many health ^nd related issues raised by tlie elderly xes^d^ntSj^ none 
was so frequently or fervently addressed as the issue of cYime* StClent facili- 
tatbrs therefore used ^he issue^of crimie and victimization 6f tb^e^eldjarj-y as a 
key focus of. their Freire problem ^6sitlg education antj of* organizing within the 
individual hdtels.^ T^e emergence of TJSOP'sf criihe pjroject, and th* subsequent 
tievelopment by the elderly of an inter*-hotel coalition arovnd this issue, well, 
illustrates the gradual empowerment of the elderly as in4iv^uals' ^nd as a ^ ^- 
community through the project. . ' - , / 



In the fall of 1981^ resident& from, each of then l5 hoj^el groups viewed .a 
police department film on crime ^nd safety, which advised them to be responsible 
for insuring their own safety by, carrying fake wallets and ehgagin^g In otheV' 
individual lev^l crime deterrent, measuxe:s < The residents reacted tc this film 
Lwith anger^ pointing out that it ignor^ed the broader ^oci^al and .environmental 
^ causes.^ of <:rime, and cartled an underlying message Which implied blame and ^ , 
guilt* Residents in on*e hotel who'^ se&n th6 'f 11m were encouraged by student 
facilitators to visit other support groups to discuss theix feelings, and as a • 
consequence of these inter-group^meetirigs, residents decided to hold a community 
meeting on the problem of crime in:the Tenderloin* RepresentativTes of local 
agencies were Invited to attend, as ,were ,dif f^erent non eld]pi!^y segment^ of the 
cgncerned ^oromunlty* ^ - ' V* ' ^ , ' ' 

^ ^ Recognizing th^ power of the/medi.a in Americdti .society, ^tetiants of several 
hotels successfully ^convinced local T*V. stations ancl newspapers *to cover the 
meeting. The mc^re than 50 r^ldents who attended dev^lop&d a prop^^sal contain- 
ing a number of well thought out ^nd' of ten ^v^^y to* j,mplement recommendations for 
dealing with crim^ in a honvictim blaming manner^* ^ ^ 

SQon after thB highly publicized crime meetings the elderly residents ' 
detnanded and vere granC^ti ^ meetingf with /he may^r an<f with the chief-of-f^ollce* 
ToT.Dc.reaae their vis iMii ty and cohesion prior to this meeting, t}ie residents 
organi'zed' themselves into a lormal inter-hotsl* coalition: Tenderl<ym Tenants for 
Safer Streets (TTSS)* The mayor was impressed with the Qfganization of resi- 
dents, and agreed to implement' a number of rheir recommendations > including 
increasing the number of beat: patrol officers in the Tenderloin and requiring 
them to stop into the TSO? hot^els each morning to g&c to know their elderly 
constituency before going. on duty* i ^ * ' » 

7The elderly residents were extremely pleased w^th the rectptiori thaa they 
received from the mayor who following *the Aeting cancelled an entire we$jc's 
agenda in order to spend each m^^ming of that week meeting with TSOP gr^ips in 
their h'otels* Btlr the elderly also, realized that if real change was going to 
happed, they had to continue to work for it themselves and no( simply rely on 
the promises of politicians* Consequently, Tenderloin Tenants for Safer Streets 
'began to meet on a regular basis once a week.^ f , 

Among th« many successful plans and programs that this interhotel ^oalitipn 
has developed,* is the Saf ehouse^roject. It evolved when the residents got the 
idea of approaching local busij(e5$es,'' agencies, fears and restaurants, an4 asking 
each of'them if they W^oiild be a {il^de of refuge, where community rlsid^nts could 
go in time of police or medica^ emergency. The businesses and agencies were / 
asked to put a decal in their window depictings bird' in the safety of its 
birdhouse, \^ich would serve as a community message telling the person on the 
street that this was a Safehouse where emergency aid could be received. 

In th^, first two weeks the seniors managed to recruit 14 different stores 
and other community agenclles which agreed to swerve as iafehouses* The Mayor \^as 
invited to open the first S'afehou^e, in November of 1981* Over th^e subsequent 2. 
months crimer in' the Tenderloin dropped 18%, a fact which the' police in the area 
have attributed in part to this highly successful program* In more' recent 
months 48' Saf ehouses have been established an3 they have together been, responsi- 
ble for detering crime and dn other ways assisting' community pepple in 56 
dif^rent medical an<^police emergencies* ^ The ^af ehouSe project has received 



widespread publlcity^ on the today Show and in national ;;kewspapers. and'maga^incs 
(6), and is now being r&pllcated In several other parts of California* ^ . 

Pollowing t>ie success of the Safehouse project, elders began to address 
anather major problem, thac *of malnutrijtion. Supporc. group members in one hocel. 
worked wich the local farmer's market to escaMlsh a mini-market vhich meets one 
morning every other week £n their hoCel to otfer i.ow cost nutritious fruits and 
vegetables to "residentsT In several other TSOP hotels, support *feroup members 
are working on the development of co-operative food purchasing schemes as part 
<?f an overall comprehensive nutrition program for their conuaunity. 

The criW project and the nutrition project are jus t\ two examples of social 
ict^jpn orgaaizing efforts which have, stemmed directly from the involvement oi 
hotel residents In weekly^SOP sif^port groups. The evolution of leacl^rship In 
those groups should also be mentfoned. For examine in several of the hotels,^ 
. 'leadership oi the groups has been successfully transferred from the student 
. '4'olunteers and TSOP project director to the seniors themselves* Several of the 
^elderly group Members also have requested t^raining in group facilitation skills 
so that they may work w4,th students in facilitating support/JW^scussion groups in, 
new hotels as the Project expatrds. This aspect of the Project has b^en particu-* 
larly imprortant in strengthening intergenerational bonds between* students and 
the elderly residents, a fa€t ngted by Grey Panthers Sounder Maggie Kuhn who _ 
^visited 'TSOP earlier this year and, described it as '*a living example of the 
Panttter's philosophy, "age and youth in action", ^ 

In ApVil of 1^82/ TSOP incorporated' as ' a rjonprofit organfzation, with fully^ 
half of its board comprised of elderly Tenderloin residents* The organization 
recei^y has received' new grants in support of (1) the development of a health 
^ promotion resource center, for and by TSOP seniors* and of (2) a program of ^ 
^indigenous leadership) training for thos^ elders Wishing mor^fdrmal experiencd*^ 
in group leadershiil and related "skills , " ^ , ' - ' " 

■ / i ■ . 

, \ While^t is difficult to quat^titatively measure changets in health s;f^tus 
and morale among the residents participating in TSOP dfdcussiqn groups and other 
.activi-ties, qyalitative improvements on *^hese dimensions have been (observed and 
chrontcl^d by the student facilitators. In addition,^'chang$s in*the community* 
have included* a 426% *drop in Qr;Lme over the past y^r; the initiation of an ■ ' * , 
1 elder-controlled *small business with the development, of the mini-market and 
dramati^lly increased representation of elders^ on agency boards and' task forces 
t|>roughou"t:>'the Tenderloin. While one of cqurse cannot tak'e a change such as' tlje 
<3ro|* tEl crime and attribute it solely or even largely to a Project such as.tlj^ls, 
TSOP h^^s been credited with some of the resp^onsibility for this^ ai^ for a* 

nuinbei:'^of ptber positive neighborhood developments. ^ 

■ ■ ■ ■> , ^ 

Of 'Aven gteater 'importance, however> is the fact that the elderly residients 
, tliemselves ajre takiTig responsibili]^ for having collectiyei/ helped change their 
envir<&nmen't.' An<! this feeling of ccvllective .empowerment appears to be having a*" 
yery-'p(>sit4:ve effect qn indivi<fu^ and group Abrale, / - ■ 

' , l^wopJjd>like to close "with my ravorite example in this Regard. It. involves 
^ resident named Norris who, wl^^en 1 first met h^m 5 -year^ ago would petibdically 
^qhjeck himself^ i-ntcJ the State menial, hospital, in Napa, Califotnia, ^for reality 
I orientation/ Aftet-^ years of ititenslve involvement with TSOP , ^1^ noticed thad 
.Sotris' was IK) longer making these trips tQ the hospital ?nd askedf l^im^what was 



going an, "Well**, he replied, "I'm very ^active *in* ^he hotel discussion group, 
a learder in Tenderloin Tenants for Safer Streets, I'm on the Task Force on 
Agi'ilg and I*m i'Board member of TSOP. X don't liave time for reality*" 

The policy implications of the Tenderloin Senior Outreach Project are 
Several: . , V 

Fir^t, ^nany of tHe "isolated -elderXy," of SRO hostels d»-^not desire 
social isolation, apd in fact may respolid positively to policies and 
programs designed to increase their fiegtee of involvement in the community 
and tSe larger society* ^ 

Second;^ such efforts to "engage" the SRO elders will be,mos4: effectfve 
if policies, and programs attempt to mee^ the felt ndeds of residents- 
them^j^lves «rather than ' imposing at> agenda^ from outside* - . * ' 

Third, research designed to. examine the Influence of intentional ^ 
support nettf(>rks on' elders ^houXd look beyond indj,yidual level outcomes to^ 
. potential <:ominunity outcomes-of increased s.ocial interact>ion.. As in the , 
-^ase of yC30P, it may well , be that these broade'r level developments* are in 
turn^having an impact on^ individual weXlbeing which would be missed in £l 
more narrowly ^focused analysis. ' - j ' 

, ■ ■ r 

In sum,\ ,the Tenderloin experience demonstrates the potential role of social 
support in increasing sense of^ control and empowerment atnong loft<income 3R0 
elders. It further illustrates* the w^ in which intentional network building 
among' previously isolated elderly residefits may lead to social .action organizing- 
which in turn may result;' in** imp6rtant changes in the broader SRO environment. 
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